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C H A R L E S  F. G O S N E L L  
THE K E Y  W O R D  HERE IS  “ U R B A X ”  and a score 
or more of years ago this paper would have been much easier to 
write, at least in retrospect, Then everybody understood what “urban” 
meant, and what it was or was not at that time. “Urban” obviously 
implied a crowded city setting with all the problems and disadvan- 
tages that seemed so clear to rural-minded people. 
Because of its setting the urban university was thought to serve a 
large proportion of part-time students and commuters. We tended 
to look upon these people as “hit and run” operators whose draughts 
at the Pierian Spring were minimal. The urban university was rela- 
tively new, or newly and enormously expanded, rich in numbers of 
students, but poorly endowed and meagerly equipped with library 
resources. 
Today even Haward and Yale have discovered that they are in 
urban settings. Once the least urban of all, the agricultural and me- 
chanical colleges have become state universities, sacrificing their 
farms and broad fields to building projects, and involuntarily, per- 
haps, but inevitably, finding themselves in the midst of urban devel- 
opment. The once impoverished and over-expanded “urban” univer- 
sities finding new sources of funds, state, federal, and even wealthy 
alumni, have raised admission standards, built dormitories and other- 
wise blurred or softened the harsh features which once so readily 
identified them. 
In  our so-called “affluent society,” “working one’s way” through 
college is almost a thing of the past. Scholarships and other forms 
of student aid are widely available, and academic authorities ac-
tively discourage the part-timer. Even summer sessions are falling 
victims to vacationing and overseas travel. 
The differences today are differences of degree, or of twilight 
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zones, with the old-fashioned “country club” college at one end of 
the scale, and the tightly packed downtown big city university on 
the other end. Thus it is possible to discuss “urban” problems in gen- 
eral terms and tendencies as reflected in library buildings. 
Problems of Site 
The site problem is severe. The urban setting implies a definite, 
predetermined street pattern, which can be changed only with diffi- 
culty. The blocks may be irregular in size, and too small. Land may 
be extraordinarily difficult to acquire, and expensive ( a  million dol- 
lars an acre or more). Some plots have been assembled through 
urban re-development procedures, and sold to universities at more 
advantageous prices. 
The presence of city streets implies the easy availability of utilities 
such as water, sewers, telephone, gas, and electricity, but these lines 
may be already overburdened. Merely closing a street does not auto- 
matically permit easy site expansion, because the cost of moving the 
utility lines may be a half million dollars or more. Sometimes, as at 
Brooklyn College and the University of Pennsylvania, the new library 
building must be bridged over the existing lines. 
Traffic problems are notorious: vehicles are dangerous and noisy, 
pedestrians resent rigid controls, parking facilities may be insufficient 
or virtually non-existent for faculty and staff, as well as students. 
Only the major cities possess adequate transportation by buses and 
subways. 
Immediate proximity to other buildings, with perhaps only a street 
in between, looks economical on the plot plan. There will be a mini- 
mum of landscaping, of walks and driveways to construct, and util- 
ity lines may be shorter. Since central heating is the general practice 
nowadays, central cooling can easily follow, permitting the library 
building to be freer of these space-consuming and sometimes annoy- 
ing mechanical facilities. The lack of broad and lengthy vistas may 
discourage excess monumentality in exterior design. Conversely there 
are aesthetic values in space on a spread-out campus. Certainly more 
generous amounts of land permit plans for future expansion of a 
building. 
Zoning 
In congested areas the well-planned library building will have a 
bay or two for off-street truck loading and unloading. Often this must 
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be at the sacrifice of space within the shell of the building, but it is 
a real necessity. The time may come when cities will require parking 
space as part of a library building as they now do for many office 
buildings and apartments. 
The impact of zoning is increasingly evident in urban areas. Pri- 
marily zoning determines land use and density: whether residential, 
and, if residential, various classes ranging from one family dwellings 
on large plots of land to high-rise apartment buildings. Business zones 
may be for retail stores, office buildings, light manufacturing or heavy 
industry. Although there are often special exemptions for educational 
institutions, a university library is not likely to be permitted in an 
exclusive residential area, nor would it be desirable in a heavy in- 
dustry area. Zoning regulations vary widely in local jurisdictions, and 
adherence to them is largely a matter of local politics. 
Zoning rules may require that the building be set back from the 
street line and may determine the height of the cornice line or pre- 
scribe other limitations. The total height of the building may be re- 
stricted. Its total capacity may be governed by a “floor-area ratio.” 
For example, at New York University, Washington Square, only six 
and one half square feet of building can be constructed above ground 
for every square foot in the building plot. 
Articulate neighbors may seek to express themselves with regard 
to the style, size and height of the proposed building as they did at 
Washington Square. Apartment dwellers on the second block from 
the Square objected that their view of the Square would be cut off 
if NYU erected a library on the intervening vacant block, cleared in 
advance for this very purpose. They further sought to prevent the 
university from building on a forty foot wide strip on the west side 
of the block which had once been earmarked by the city for street 
widening ( a  proposal which neighbors had defeated some years 
earlier), 
Construction Costs 
Once the site is obtained and the principle of a building is ap- 
proved, the architect of an urban university library building is likely 
to find himself controlled in great measure by rather strict and often 
rigid building construction codes. Under the primary guise of safety, 
these codes may require obsolete construction materials and meth- 
ods, prevent the use of newly developed materials, and mandate prac- 
tices or even certain materials favored by local trade unions. The con- 
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troversy between the lath and plaster interests and the modern “dry 
wall” gypsum board advocates is familiar even to readers of the ad- 
vertisements in subway cars in New York and Chicago. Frequently 
electricians will insist on rewiring, or will refuse to install, lamps not 
made in factories employing favored unions, 
The freedom of architectural design may be restricted in many 
ways. The size, number and location of exits and particularily of 
exit stairways is often predetermined regardless of what both archi- 
tect and librarian may desire in an efficient interior circulation pat- 
tern. These extra stairways and exits, which may we11 be essential 
in emergency situations, can consume a great amount of space, and 
be a constant source of difficulty in everyday use of the building. 
These emergency exits must also be protected with various devices 
such as “panic hardware” and alarm systems. 
Installation of special devices such as automatic sprinklers may be 
mandated. Sprinklers are much feared by many librarians, but experi- 
ence shows that the sprinkler which is quick to report and extinguish 
fires at the very beginning, does much less damage to books than the 
later application of heavy streams of water from fire hoses. 
Code requirements almost inevitably increase the cost of a build- 
ing. Many believe that these increased costs are greater than can be 
justified by the resultant improvements, if any, in the quality of the 
building. This differential in application to urban buildings is con-
tinuously being reduced as rural areas, or even states, adopt building 
codes. Conversely, state-constructed buildings are often exempt from 
local codes. 
The contractor bidding on construction of an urban building must 
take into account the added costs of traffic delays in the delivery of 
his materials. The limitations of the site may leave him without an 
adequate work area and storage space further increasing his costs 
of operation. Wages are often higher, hours of work shorter, and pro- 
ductivity per man lower. The proximity of streets and other buildings 
may necessitate extensive shoring of the excavation until permanent 
foundation walls can take the burden. The use of cranes may be re- 
stricted, and operations creating excessive noise and air pollution may 
be restrained. Even the removal of debris may be much more ex- 
pensive. 
If limitations of available land have forced the design of a high- 
rise building, the cost per square foot for construction immediately 
jumps. Elevators are costly to build and maintain. The new Elmer 
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Holmes Bobst Library at New York University will have nine ele- 
vators with complex (and expensive) programming to serve fifteen 
floors. As the number of floors increases an increasingly greater pro- 
portion of the cubage of the building must be devoted to vertical 
circulation such as strainvays and elevators. 
The city air may be so polluted as to require more expensive pre- 
cautions against deterioration of stonework and other exterior sur-
faces. Air-conditioning systems must have heavy duty equipment to 
remove acids, soot and other pollutants from the air. 
Without question, the urban university library tends to be more 
expensive to build for a given capacity. The principal factors in the 
added cost are acquisition and clearing of the site, and construction 
costs, due to labor, building codes, site limitations, and high-rise de- 
sign. The librarian will need to work with lawyers as well as archi-
tects and engineers, 
Design of the Building 
The functions and capacities of the urban building may vary from 
the norm, or be subject to special requirements to the extent that the 
demands of its users may differ, Unfortunately, there are no formulae 
to measure these differences. In general we may suppose that a stu-
dent body resident in dormitories on campus in a rural setting will 
have a demand on library facilities more evenly distributed hour by 
hour and day by day, and that the demand will average heavier than 
that made on the urban library by an equal number of part-time 
commuting students. 
The commuter will tend to make more use of local public libraries 
or other resources, and will tend to concentrate his demands in the 
late afternoon or early evening hours. He will insist on the privilege 
of taking out “two-hour reserve” books for a day or two until his next 
return to the campus. For those who would reduce all this to formulae 
and “full time equivalents” the moment of truth comes when one “full 
time equivalent” arrives simultaneously in the form of three students, 
each demanding services and seats. Indeed it would seem appro-
priate not to discount the commuter but to make special efforts that 
“he who runs may read.” 
I t  cannot be said that a given number of commuters make fewer 
demands upon a library building than their full-time equivalent in 
dormitory on-campus residents, but rathcr that the commuter load 
has more sharply marked peak periods. Because of these peak de- 
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mands and because the urban situation usually has neighboring li- 
braries with substantial resources, the urban university library is 
often characterized by a higher ratio of seats to books. The nature 
of these peaks of demand suggests a low, spread-out building, which 
the cost of land prevents. The City College Library in New York has 
extensive pedestrian ramps between lower and upper floors which 
were designed to take some of the load off stairways and elevators 
but they have not proven to be successful (perhaps because they 
look too long and steep). At least two libraries located in high-rise 
buildings (Pittsburgh, formerly in the Cathedral of Learning, and 
Hunter, in New York) have had serious elevator problems. 
In New York City and Chicago, for example, the presence of many 
special libraries and extensive public library systems, together with 
working cooperative programs does indeed suggest that any given 
university library can limit its collections in some areas without de- 
priving its readers to the extent that a similar limitation would in a 
single isolated institution. Here at least is one potential source of 
economy to offset so many extra costs already enumerated. 
The near presence of bookstores such as those of “lower Fourth 
Avenue” and of “The Village” near Washington Square at New York 
University are factors too. “The Village” presents other influences too, 
which need not be enumerated here. Certainly the urban institution 
is usually marked by the easy availability of nearby diversions, cul- 
tural and otherwise. 
Classical architecture in libraries and other buildings as well is 
often characterized by the fortress-like facade of the ground-floor 
exterior. The heavy bronze doors and smaller, often barred windows 
contrast with the great reading room windows on the floor above. In 
recent years, these features have not gone unnoticed by activist stu-
dents such as those who found the old Low Library at Columbia so 
easy to occupy and defend. In contrast, at the urban universities still 
occupying more humble quarters such as the former store-fronts at 
Washington Square, the students were quick to observe that a plate- 
glass window is little, if any, defense for a sit-in. Our modern library 
buildings are more open in construction and relatively defenseless, 
therefore, librarians should hope that the days of street rioting are 
gone again. 
No comment on the urban library can be complete today without 
reference to the politically explosive issue of safe streets and its ef- 
fects on evening attendance. Many urban institutions have been 
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forced to curtail hours, close all but one entrance to a building, and 
station security guards. 
A final word about “future expansion.” Time was when every well- 
planned library building had provisions for future expansion, but 
now it is a rare urban institution that can afford to retain vacant 
land for this purpose for long periods of time. Our hope is that the 
development of cooperative networks, facsimile transmission, and im- 
provements in micro reductions may prolong the useful life of our 
land-locked urban university library buildings. 
In summary, although we disclaim any rigid definition of what is 
“urban” we do find many readily observable characteristics which 
have an impact on the urban university library building. The seating 
capacity of such a building should be determined by the usual 
formulae, with special attention to peak loads. The book capacity 
may be modified with an eye to the easy availability of neighboring 
collections on a cooperative basis. Land for the buildings may be 
subject to many restrictions contributing to higher costs. The build- 
ing itself may be smaller in ground area, and higher in number of 
floors, and it is almost certain to be more costly per unit of capacity, 
and more costly to maintain. 
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1. l i z u i i a  State University Library 
2 .  	University of California Library, Saiita Barbara (Photo by h s e l  
Adains) 
3. Joseph Regenstein Library, University of Chicago (Model shon ing 
main entrance) 
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5. Undergraduate Library, University of Michigan (Main floor) 
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6. 	 J. Henry Meyer Memorial Library, Stanford University (Second, or 
Main floor) 
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7. 	Robert B. House Undergraduate Library, University of North Carolina, 
Chapel Hill (Main level) 
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8. Undergraduate Library, University of Illinois, Urbaiia (Upper level) 
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9. Undergraduate Library, University of Washington (Main floor) 
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10. 	Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University (Court 
level) 
11. 	 Spencer Research Library [for rare books and manusc~ipts], Univer- 
sity of Kansas (First floor) 
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12. Reading pavilion, Meyer hfemorial Library, Stanford University 
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13. Learning Resources Center, New York State University College at 
Oswego (Commons level) 
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15. Book catalog in a reterencc alcwe, h i e ~ e rMemorial Librdiy, Stanford 
University 
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16. Joseph Regenstein Library, IJniversity of Chicago (First floor plan) 
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17. Joseph Regenstein Library, University of Chicago (“A” Level plan) 
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